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Since Chinese President Hu Jintao launched the idea of creating a “new
type of great-power relations,” scholars have sought to extrapolate what
the concept means for the United States. Perhaps to quell the concerns of
those who see China as a threat, President Xi Jinping later renamed the
construct to a “new type of major country relations.” Even prior to Hu’s
articulation of this concept, though, there was significant policy debate on
whether the United States should engage with a rising China as a
competitor or partner.
Emily Chen’s “Cooperation in Depth, Competition in Control” contributes
to that debate by advancing a framework called “constructive
engagement,” meant to ensure that the concept of “great-power relations”
is defined in a way that benefits the United States. Through this
framework, Chen finds the following areas of potential cooperation:
human rights and democratization, Taiwan, and security and economic
policy. By emphasizing increased dialogue in these areas, the framework
provides a consistent starting point for the United States. Yet a U.S.
approach to “major country relations” should understand China as a
complex state that is undergoing a transformation into a responsible
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stakeholder in the international order. Rather than concentrating on
precluding conflict, the framework should emphasize collaboration and
promote accountability between the two powers.
Skeptics believe the concept of a “new type of great-power relations” is a
trap designed to give China the
ability to establish new rules of
RATHER THAN CONCENTRATING
international affairs. They
ON PRECLUDING CONFLICT, THE
argue that it allows China to
FRAMEWORK SHOULD
select areas in which it seeks to
EMPHASIZE COLLABORATION
cooperate with the United
States while avoiding other
AND PROMOTE ACCOUNTABILITY
issues. This view assumes that
BETWEEN THE TWO POWERS.
China will catch up to the
development level of the United States. For example, Andrew Erickson
and Adam Liff wrote in Foreign Affairs that U.S. accession to China’s
definition “offers ammunition for those in Beijing and beyond who
promote a false narrative of the United States’ weakness and China’s
inevitable rise…[it] grants China great-power status without placing any
conditions on its behavior.”1 Chen expands upon this criticism by arguing
that Washington should define and shape the concept in a way that favors
the United States. Otherwise, she writes, a commitment to China’s version
of the framework could tie Washington to a lopsided cooperative
agreement that might drift away from areas of U.S. interest, such as
human rights and democratization.
Such arguments ignore that China is what David Shambaugh calls a
“partial power.”2 While China may catch up to the United States
economically within the next several decades, it currently lacks the
military capability, alliance networks, and soft power outreach needed to
attain its aspirational status as a leader in international affairs. Beijing’s
increased international economic and security leadership, as evidenced by
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, demonstrate its willingness to contribute to the international
architecture rather than pursue a wholly unilateral foreign policy. Yet
Shambaugh recently predicted that the “endgame of Chinese communist
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rule has now begun,”3 identifying the frailty of the political system as a
significant domestic hurdle to further expansion of Chinese global
influence.
Nonetheless, the United States was put in a tenuous position by China’s
slogan. If Washington accepts the concept, it may signal to regional allies
in Asia that it is succumbing to Chinese influence. Total U.S. rejection of
the concept would impede cooperation with Beijing, add to existing
distrust, and damage U.S. interests in the region.4 The United States can
still accept and use the concept as a way to transform Beijing into a
responsible stakeholder.
Chen rightly highlights areas of mutual mistrust, but discounts the ability
of domestic rhetoric to hamper
progress. Citing Kenneth Lieberthal
THE UNITED STATES CAN
and Wang Jisi, she writes that both STILL ACCEPT AND USE THE
countries
should
increase
the
CONCEPT AS A WAY TO
frequency and transparency of
TRANSFORM BEIJING INTO
communications,
as
mistrust
stemming from political differences
A RESPONSIBLE
and the narrowing power gap will not
STAKEHOLDER.
be removed swiftly. Indeed, the
United States invites China to military exchanges such as the 2014 Rim of
the Pacific exercise5 and promotes people-to-people ties, as seen in the
100,000 Strong Educational Exchange Initiative.6 Yet while these
initiatives and the U.S.-China Strategic Economic Dialogue deepens
macroeconomic cooperation and strengthens trust, U.S. officials often
wield currency manipulation as a political issue7 despite its relative
irrelevance to U.S. businesses trading with China.8 Issues that appeal to a
domestic audience perpetuate mistrust and hamper higher-level progress.
As a way of managing conflicting interests, Chen’s framework of
“constructive engagement” exemplifies the current narrow scope of U.S.
policymaking. First, the use of non-government organizations and Internet
technology to promote American values to the Chinese public already
raises suspicions within Chinese leadership. By contrast, China cannot
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engage in such a campaign because it lacks similar non-government
organizations; even cultural groups are considered the Chinese Communist
Party propaganda vehicles. U.S.-China public-private cooperation
supporting Internet governance would be more useful. Second,
Washington remains unable to determine the direction of China-Taiwan
relations and thus endorses the status quo. Lastly, Chen overstates the
negative consequences of economic interdependence; many U.S.
companies operating in China take advantage of cheap labor while
profiting from local demand, which does not increase U.S. vulnerability.
For the author, in some areas the United States and China should basically
agree to disagree.
The framework also forgoes an adequate discussion of how the United
States can support China as a “responsible international stakeholder.”
Chen offers examples of crises in Sudan, North Korea, and Iran as areas
ripe for security cooperation. Yet China stood in the way of United
Nations action against Syria over the past several years, including by
vetoing a draft resolution to refer the crisis to the International Criminal
Court (ICC). While Washington heavily criticized Beijing and Moscow
for the veto, the United States is not a member of the ICC and only agreed
to support the resolution after assurances that Israel would not also be
referred to the ICC.9
Other international arenas offer more promise. Cooperation related to
climate change, sustainable growth, and finance in the post-2015
development agenda are areas which China has more recently taken
leadership positions and can continue to serve U.S. interests. The article
might have benefited from a brief historical discussion of the concept of
“congagement,” which suggests that the United States should both engage
with China and hedge against it.10 Congagement is similar to the liberal
realism approach supported by the author, which “embraces China as a
responsible stakeholder, but hedges against possible hostility by
maintaining close relations with Japan, India, and other countries in the
region.”11
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The article also falls short in addressing the recent change in terminology
to “new type of major country relations” and President Obama’s
subsequent silence on the topic. In November 2014, President Xi
articulated new terminology and outlined priority areas for the
relationship that place more responsibility on Beijing to become an active
stakeholder in the international order.12 Yet Xi remained stalwart on his
requirement that each side “not act against each other’s core interests.”
While the United States never vacated the Pacific, its “rebalancing” to the
region was a direct response to China’s increased international influence
and assertiveness. Washington can still nurture China’s leadership
ambitions and support China as a responsible stakeholder. The concept
initiated by China is not an act of caution to avoid confrontation, as the
author posits, but it is a proactive method for China to equalize itself with
the United States and create a framework for accountability. For the
United States, pursuing a “new type of major country relations” with
China can be a constructive way to challenge traditional thinking by
envisioning Beijing as a true partner.
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